The papers in this special issue make a significant intervention into debates about the evolution of democracy in South Asia by prompting us to rethink the role of constitutionalism in this process.
1 These papers grew out of a two workshops held at SOAS, University of London and at a workshop sponsored by the Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies at the University of Nottingham, between July 2013 and April 2014. The contributors to this special issue would like to extend much gratitude to colleagues who participated in these events and provided much thoughtful feedback and insight, as well as scholarly support to this project, particularly Rohit De, William Gould, Uditi Sen and Taylor Sherman.
beyond.
2 Their work has highlighted the political and intellectual limitations of universalising western experiences of democratisation by bringing to light the particular genealogies of post-colonial democracy in South Asia, many of which lie beyond the colonial state. We now recognise that, in the imperial context, critical markers of democratic politics, and particularly the notion of the rights-bearing liberal individual, emerged within the supposedly 'private' sphere of social relationships, rather than the 'public' domain of formal state politics. Together, these papers use South Asian examples to pose questions about the history of democratisation that have relevance beyond the subcontinent. In contemporary political and scholarly discussions we tend to think of the democratic impulse as originating in the people. For many, popular agitation is one, if not the most, important propellant for democratisation. Yet these papers show that reimagining state institutions was also critical for the emergence of democratic practices in South Asia, and that people, rather than abstract forces, played a critical role in bringing about this re-imagination. We suggest that these institutional transformations must be studied alongside popular agitation and activities beyond the state if we are to develop a more truly global history of democratisation.
